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• Solar System observations have played a major role in HST’s science program since its 
launch in 1990. Over the years, the proposal pressure for solar system observations has 
diminished in proportion to pressure from other disciplines. After consultation with the Space 
Telescope Users Committee, the Space Telescope Science Institute’s Director, Matt 
Mountain, has decided to constitute an advisory committee to explore the underlying reasons 
for the apparent decline in usage and to provide advice on future strategies for planetary 
science programs with HST. Committee members will be drawn from the planetary science 
community.

• The Solar System Advisory is hereby charged with the following primary tasks:

– Review the evolution of HST usage by the planetary community and match against 
factors such as changes in the time allocation process and in instrument capabilities;

– Solicit input from the community on the role that HST can play in planetary science and 
on methods for allocating observing programs;

– Investigate potential mechanisms that might better align HST observational programs 
with planetary science priorities.

– The committee will summarize their conclusions in a report to the Director. 
 



Committee Membership

• Chair – Phil Nicholson (Cornell)

• Members
– Michele Bannister (U. Victoria)
– Bonnie Buratti (JPL)
– Marc Buie (SwRI), also representing the STUC

– Jean-Luc Margot (UCLA)
– Stefanie Milam (GSFC)

– Glenn Orton (JPL)



Recent TAC allocations



Trends in proposals

• The overall acceptance fraction for Solar System proposals is higher than the average for 
all GO proposals, but the proposals generally request less than 15 orbits.

• Relatively few Solar System proposals requesting more than 20 orbits were submitted 
for review by the panels: 27 in the range 21-40 orbits were submitted through Cycles 11 
to 16 but only 4 were accepted; 13 were submitted in Cycles 17 to 21 and none were 
recommended for approval.

• Large or Treasury GO proposals for Solar System science are also rare, but they have a 
reasonable success rate, with 4 of 7 recommended for approval.

• The mode of the size distribution for all submitted GO programs falls in the second 
smallest bin (6 to 10 orbits); the mode for the Solar System proposals lies in the same 
bin in early cycles, but appears in the smallest bin in some more recent cycles (Cycles 
16, 17 and 21); the mode for exoplanet proposals falls in either the 6-10 orbit or 11-15 
orbit bin.

• Exoplanet proposals have a lower success rate than Solar System proposals, but garner 
similar total orbit allocations since the individual exoplanet proposals tend to be larger.



Interpretations

• It may be relevant to note that the Solar System panel in Cycles 11 
through 16 received a typical allocation of ~80 orbits. Statistical 
analysis shows that it is extremely difficult for a panel to allocate more 
than 25-30% of their resources (i.e. orbits) to a single proposal; this is 
why there are separate categories for Large programs and, more 
recently, medium proposals. In the case of a pure Solar System panel, 
that de facto limit would correspond to ~20 orbits.

• Proposers gain an intuitive feel for what works, and tend to modify 
their proposals accordingly. The combined Planet panels each receive 
allocations of 120-130 orbits, offering the potential for somewhat 
larger individual proposals, but the Solar System community may still 
be conditioned to submit smaller-scale proposals.



How you can help

• We want your suggestions on ways that HST 
could better support planetary science, including 
changes in the way that proposals are reviewed, 
observing time is allocated, and how scientific 
priorities within the planetary regime could be 
defined and refined. Please submit your 
suggestions either in text form or as short (1-2 
page) white papers to hstsolarsys@stsci.edu, or 
contact any of the committee members directly. 
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